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R179When academic analysts monitor 
journalistic output and compare 
public appetites for different topics 
in the media, they tend to omit 
something rather important. While 
counting numbers of column inches in 
newspapers, they invariably overlook 
the authors. Yet one factor that can 
affect both the quality and impact of 
a report is whether it is written by a 
specialist (such as a science editor), 
a generalist, a news agency, a local 
reporter or some other type of outside 
contributor.
An unusual example of the latter 
was the story which appeared in 
The Times on 5 February headed 
“Vitamin is ray of sunshine for MS 
patients”. It was co-authored by the 
newspaper’s Glasgow correspondent 
(Melanie Reid) together with Oliver 
Gillie. Although not identified in any 
way, Gillie runs the private, non-profit-
making Health Research Forum, which 
he founded in 2004. He has produced 
books such as Sunlight Robbery and 
articles arguing that a billion people in 
Europe obtain insufficient sunlight and 
thus vitamin D, increasing their risk of 
multiple sclerosis (MS), diabetes and 
other conditions.
Mediawatch: Bernard Dixon looks 
behind the stories reporting links 
between vitamin D and multiple 
sclerosis occurrence.
In the shadows While failing to advise readers of this background, the whole-page 
piece began by stating that daily 
vitamin D injections could prevent 
MS. “The first causal link has been 
established between the ‘sunshine 
vitamin’ and a gene that increases 
the risk of MS,” it said, “raising the 
possibility that the debilitating auto-
immune disease could be eradicated.”
Reid and Gillie reported work by 
George Ebers at Oxford University 
suggesting that vitamin D deficiency 
during pregnancy and childhood 
may increase the risk of a child 
developing the disease. He had 
also established the possibility that 
genetic vulnerability to MS, apparently 
initiated by lack of vitamin D, may be 
passed through families. “These risks 
might plausibly be reduced by giving 
vitamin D supplements to pregnant 
women and young children.”
The source of the story (also 
omitted from the article) was a paper 
published online on 6 February in 
PLoS Genetics, authored by Ebers 
and others in Oxford and at the 
University of British Columbia. 
The study showed that vitamin D 
specifically interacts with the MS 
susceptibility factor HLA-DRB1*1501 
to influence its expression. The 
authors concluded that their results 
supported existing epidemiological 
evidence implicating sunlight and 
vitamin D in determining the risk 
of MS, and implied that dietary 
supplementation with the vitamin at critical periods might be the key to its 
prevention.
Given the importance of headlines 
in influencing browsers who do not 
read the full article, it was instructive 
to see that many newspapers took 
more care than The Times to highlight 
the precise take-home message. 
The Times “ray of sunshine for MS 
patients” was accompanied by a sub-
heading, “Supplement could prevent 
onset of crippling disease”, that might 
easily be taken to mean the vitamin 
would help people already affected 
by the condition. The Daily Telegraph 
(5 February), on the other hand, was 
much more explicit: “Vitamin D for 
pregnant women could cut MS rates”.
The findings were so compelling, 
the Daily Telegraph said, that the 
Multiple Sclerosis Society would 
urge the Government to produce 
guidelines encouraging pregnant 
women and young children to take 
the supplements. The newspaper 
was also the only one to explain the 
prevalence of the disease, with over 
85,000 sufferers in the UK and  
2.5 million worldwide.
Even the tabloids, often vilified for 
their inaccuracy and sensationalism, 
did rather well. There was more colour 
in the Daily Mirror (6 February), with 
“Sunbathing pregnant cuts baby’s risk 
of MS”, but also virtue (and a minor 
error) in its brevity. “New research 
reveals the first direct link between 
vitamin D, mainly found in sunshine, 
and the disease of the central nervous Hot topic: The Observer newspaper looked into the issue of sunlight, vitamin D and multiple sclerosis.
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“Scientists say up to 80 per cent of 
cases could be prevented by those 
at risk living in warmer areas. The UK 
and Canadian team found that vitamin 
D controls the gene known to increase 
MS risk.” 
The most prudent account was by 
Robin McKie in The Observer. He alone 
pointed out that the significance of 
vitamin D for health, and especially 
calls for more sunbathing, were 
controversial matters. On the one hand, 
he reported Gillie as advising people 
to sunbathe “far more frequently than The Severn estuary, which divides 
England from southern Wales, has 
the second largest tidal range in the 
world, so it seems a natural target to 
A massive renewable energy project 
could have major environmental 
impact. Michael Gross reports.
Muddying the 
waters
Flooded: A barrage across the Severn estuary 
been left intact by the bridges linking England wcurrently advised”. But McKie also 
cited opposition from Cancer Research 
UK on the grounds that careless 
sunbathing was already leading to 
9,000 new cases of melanoma, and 
2,000 deaths, in Britain each year.
The Observer article included a 
caution that the link between vitamin 
D deficiency and MS remained to be 
proven. “People with low vitamin D 
may be more likely to have MS, but 
this might happen simply because 
their condition makes it difficult 
to get out in the sunshine and 
make vitamin D in their bodies,” it try to harvest tidal energy there, in 
one of the biggest potential projects 
to exploit renewable energy and help 
meet the UK’s pressing renewable 
energy targets. But which way is 
best, and how seriously will it affect 
the environment of the estuary?
The British government is 
currently canvassing views on such 
projects, in a consultation exercise 
running until April 23 (http://
severntidalpowerconsultation.decc.
gov.uk), based on a shortlist of five 
to provide electricity would submerge vast are
ith Wales. (Photo: David Cheshire/Alamy.)quoted Cambridge nutritionist Inez 
Schoenmakers as saying. “We have 
yet to distinguish cause and effect in 
many of these cases.”
George Ebers and Oliver Gillie 
may well be right. The evidence is 
persuasive. But whether a campaigner 
should be an anonymous author in 
this context is a disturbing question. 
We wouldn’t be at all happy if a 
pharmaceutical industry lobbyist 
played such a role.
Dr Bernard Dixon is European editor for the 
American Society of Microbiology.possible projects — three barrages 
and two tidal lagoons connected to 
the shores. 
The maximum power could be 
gained from blocking off the delta 
near the cities of Cardiff and Weston-
Super-Mare. The Cardiff–Weston 
barrage could generate around 
8.6 GW of energy and contribute 5 per 
cent of the UK’s current electricity 
consumption. The cost of building 
the 16 km barrage, extrapolated to 
today’s prices from a detailed study 
as of mudflats used by feeding birds that have 
